Short- and long-term mortality and causes of death after reconstruction of cancers of the head and neck with free flaps.
The use of free flaps to reconstruct cancers of the head and neck is accompanied by appreciable postoperative morbidity and high long-term mortality, but the causes of death and the impact of postoperative complications on survival have not been well studied. We have therefore analysed retrospectively the causes of death and survival of 146 such patients operated on between 2008 and 2016 of whom a total of 62 (43%) had died by the end of 2016. The cause of death was the primary disease in 45 of the 62. The median survival of those who died with the primary cancer as the cause of death did not differ from that of those who died of other causes. In a multivariate Cox model indicators of five-year mortality were male sex, low body mass index (BMI), American Society of Anesthesiologists (ASA) grade more than II, and late medical complications. Neither the size of the tumour nor any operative factors were independent risks for five-year mortality. Ten patients died within six months of operation, all of whom had higher postoperative C-reactive protein concentrations than those who survived for more than six months. The cause of death of most patients who died after free flap operations for head and neck cancer was the primary diagnosis. According to these results, patient-related factors (male sex, ASA grade more than II, low BMI, and low albumin concentration) have an important role in long-term survival, which highlights the importance of careful selection of patients for operative treatment.